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Agriculture who has big ideas.

Schmitz said he doesn't know how many Kentucky farmers use organic
methods because they are certified through a number of different agencies.
He has spent the past few days teaching farmers how to become certified.
Schmitz plans to apply to the USDA to allow his agency to certify farmers.
Currently, they are certified through out-of-state agencies.

Under Schmitz's plan, organic farms with sales less than $5,000 would pay
$25 for certification. Bigger farms would pay $125. Government programs
pay as much as 75 percent of the fee.

"The cost of certifying through us will not really be an issue," Schmitz said.

In recent years, the organic market has grown 20 to 25 percent a year,
compared to 1 percent growth for conventional agriculture. This year's
organic sales are expected to reach $30 billion.

"It's growing beyond anyone's wildest imagination," Schmitz said. "I feel like
there are plenty of organic consumers in Kentucky."

Although prices are higher than for non-organic foods, Schmitz says prices
have dropped a little, especially at farmers' markets.

Kathy Packard, who operates the Meade County Farmers' Market, runs Misty
Meadows with her husband, Ralph.

The Packards' farm was certified organic a few years ago, but increased
paperwork required by the USDA was too much so they dropped the
certification. So did a number of other growers.

"We all decided to be farmers instead of paper pushers," Kathy Packard said.

Packard, who farms about a dozen acres and raises a variety of fruits and
vegetables, has confidence in organic methods.

Instead of using chemicals, the Packards apply a spore-producing organism
that is toxic to insects — such as squash bugs — but doesn't poison human
food.

The Packards also fertilize crops with compost from cows and pigs, and they
toss down straw and grass clippings.

"If you have healthy soil, you won't have bugs," Kathy Packard said.

Sometimes weeds grow higher than their tomato plants, but the weeds hold
in moisture during dry, summer days.

Packard would like to have organic certification again, and if the paperwork
gets easier, she might reconsider.

"It's something we'd like to do. Our customers like that word," she said.

In order to go through the process, farmers must be "really into it" and
willing to take the time and effort to fill out the paperwork, said Amy
Aldenderfer, county Extension agent for horticulture.
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She doesn't know of any certified growers in Hardin County.

Kathy Nelson grows shiitake mushrooms chem-ical-free near Rineyville, but
said it's difficult to get consistent answers about certification from agriculture
agents and is too expensive.

Dale DePoyster, who farms near Hardin Springs, said he knows growers who
have tried to go organic, but the insects proved too much. "It's really hard to
be organic," he said.

County Extension agent Rod Grusy agreed it's difficult to grow high-quality
produce without pesticides. Bruising and fly specks are problems.

And the market doesn't pay farmers enough for what they must put up with,
Grusy said. As demand grows for organic goods, so will farmers' interest,
including those who have lost income from dwindling tobacco sales, he said.

John Friedlein can be reached at 769-1200, Ext. 237, or e-mail him at
jfriedlein@thenews enterprise.com.
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